









represented	 by	 these	 opening	 quotations.	 On	 one	 hand,	 many	 feminists	 have	 distanced




as	 far	 as	 blaming	 feminism	 for	 the	 increase	 in	 drinking.	 Regardless,	 drinking	 practices2
function	 rhetorically,	 pointing	 to	 “questions	 about	 who	 drinks,	 when	 and	 where	 drinking
occurs,	what	beverages	are	consumed,”	and	how	drinkers	create	and	negotiate	their	identities
in	relation	to	their	motives	and	relationships	with	others	within	social	and	ideological	contexts
(Rotskoff	 11).	 Furthermore,	 drinking	 practices	 are	 inflected	 by	 gender	 ideologies	 that	 shape
representations	in	popular	culture.
By	 every	 quantitative	 measure	 during	 the	 first	 two	 decades	 of	 the	 twenty-first	 century,
women	 are	 drinking	more.	 In	 2012,	 Gallup	 pollsters	 reported	 that	 nearly	 66	 percent	 of	 all
American	women	drank	regularly,	a	higher	percentage	than	any	other	time	in	twenty-five	years,







partying	 and	 binge-drinking	 practices.	 Instead,	 researchers	 reveal	 that	 it	 is	 “women	 in	 their
thirties,	forties,	and	fifties	who	are	getting	through	their	days	of	work,	and	nights	with	teething
toddlers,	 trying	 teenagers,	 or	 sick	 parents,”	 by	 consuming	 their	 beverage	 of	 choice—wine
(Glaser	18).	 In	 fact,	 the	middle-class	 female	predilection	 for	wine	has	become	a	hobby	and
socially	 endorsed	 identity	 for	many	 educated	 and	 “successful”	women	who	may	or	may	not
identify	as	feminists.3	In	addition,	drinking	habits	correlate	directly	with	socioeconomic	status.
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media	 like	 the	New	 York	 Times,	 TGW	 is	 one	 of	 the	 few	 prime-time	 series	 that	 passes	 the
Bechdel	 test4	 and	 features	 a	 variety	 of	 strong	women	 protagonists	 with	 a	 range	 of	 feminist
philosophies,	 including	the	main	character,	Alicia	Florrick	(Julianna	Marguilies).	In	order	 to
understand	the	rhetorical	nature	of	women	drinking	wine	in	media	representations,	I	ground	my
analysis	 in	 Jacqueline	 Royster	 and	 Gesa	 Kirsch’s	 notion	 of	 “social	 circulation,”	 which
examines	how	“traditions	are	carried	on,	changed,	reinvented,	and	reused	when	they	pass	from
one	 generation	 to	 the	 next”	 and	 are	 “expressed	 via	 new	 genres	 and	 new	 media”	 (101).
Contemplating	the	social	circulation	of	wine	drinking	as	a	rhetorical	activity	also	disrupts	the
public/private	 binaries	 often	 associated	 with	 gender.	 This	 disruption	 is	 critical,	 especially
when	considering	how	wine	drinking	is	equated	with	what	sociologist	Arlie	Hochschild	calls




Examining	 representations	 of	 women’s	 wine-drinking	 practices,	 the	 spaces	 where	 these
drinking	rituals	 take	place,	and	the	politics	of	emotion	inherent	 in	these	actions,	reveals	new
ways	 of	 understanding	 how	 women	 “experience,	 negotiate,	 and	 perform	 shifting
emotions,	 .	 .	 .	 including	 subjectivities	 that	 are	 multiple,	 emergent,	 diverse,	 and	 complex”
(Jayne,	Valentine,	and	Holloway	553).	I	argue	that	representations	of	women’s	wine-drinking
habits	 in	TGW	 dramatize	 the	 conflicts	 that	 emerge	 from	women’s	 changing	 roles	 in	 both	 the
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them	 isn’t.”	 Although	 she	 focuses	 on	 the	 prevalence	 of	 binge	 drinking	 in	 her	 2002	 Time








A	 well-respected	 media	 personality	 invited	 two	 of	 its	 writers	 onto	 her	 Internet	 show	 “Thinking	 and	 Drinking”—a











While	 many	 women	 rejected	 the	 charge	 that	 feminism	 is	 to	 blame	 for	 current	 drinking
practices,	they	also	recognized	the	need	for	more	discussion	about	women’s	drinking	in	more
nuanced,	 progressive	 ways.	 For	 example,	 in	 “Ladies!	 Liquor!	 Ladies	 and	 Liquor!”	 blogger
Christen	McCurdy	examines	“women’s	attitudes	about	drinking—and	society’s	attitudes	about
women	who	 drink”	 for	Bitch	Magazine,	 focusing	 particularly	 on	 third-wave	 feminism.	 She
asserts	 that	 there	 needs	 to	 be	 more	 balanced	 discussions	 about	 the	 relationship	 between
drinking	practices	and	gender,	as	well	as	an	understanding	of	how	alcohol	has	 fueled	social
justice	 efforts	 like	 the	 gay	 rights	 movement.	 In	 2013,	 Ann	Dowsett	 Johnston	 and	 Gabrielle





wine	 drinking.	 Certainly,	 many	 of	 these	 media	 discussions	 reflect	 gendered	 attitudes	 about
sexuality	 and	 femininity	 that	 have	 circulated	 throughout	 history.	However,	 these	 discussions
also	point	 to	 the	 importance	of	examining	how	the	media’s	 interest	 in	and	representations	of
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Jules	 and	 her	 suburban	 Cul-de-Sac	 Crew	 guzzling	 wine	 in	 Cougar	 Town	 to	 Olivia	 Pope
downing	lots	and	lots	of	red	wine	in	Scandal,	wine	drinking	in	popular	shows	geared	toward
women	is	ubiquitous.
Royster	 and	 Kirsch’s	 notion	 of	 social	 circulation	 draws	 attention	 to	 wine	 drinking	 as	 a
rhetorical	activity,	which	enables	scholars	to	“account	for	how	identities	and	ideas	form	and
become	 rhetorical,”	 as	 well	 as	 how	 “language	 and	 ideas	 travel,	 create	 multiple	 circles	 of
meaning,	 and	 engage	 multiple	 mechanisms	 for	 creating	 impact	 and	 consequence”	 (102).
Royster	and	Kirsch’s	 feminist	 rhetorical	practices	also	point	 to	 the	 importance	of	examining
what	 Hochschild	 calls	 the	 emotion	 work	 that	 women	 perform	 in	 these	 representations.
Hochschild	argues	that	all	of	us	manage	emotion;	however,	women	in	particular	are	required	to
perform	more	emotional	work,	which	creates	a	“commercialization	of	feeling”	that	is	required
in	 public	 and	 private	 positions	 (14).	 Emotion	 work	 is	 grounded	 in	 “feeling	 rules”	 that
prescribe	 what	 to	 feel,	 when	 to	 feel,	 where	 to	 feel,	 how	 long	 to	 feel,	 and	 how	 strong	 our
emotions	 can	 be,	which	 are	 dictated	 by	 gender-based	 notions	 of	 normality	 (56–57).	 Feeling
rules	also	establish	expectations	about	emotional	exchanges	in	various	situations—both	what	a
woman	 thinks	she	should	 feel	and	what	others	expect	her	 to	 feel	and	how	she	should	act	on
those	emotions.	Furthermore,	as	Sara	Ahmed	argues,	emotions	are	part	of	larger	material	and






season	 5—and	 evokes	 much	 discussion,	 ranging	 from	 the	New	 York	 Times	 to	Glamour	 to
Feminist	 Spectator	 to	 other	 blogs	 and	 fan	 fiction	 sites	 (O’Connell).	 The	 series	 focuses	 on
Alicia	 Florrick,	 an	 educated,	 middle-aged	 white	 woman	 with	 two	 teenaged	 children	 and	 a
husband	who	has	been	 jailed	following	a	very	public	sex	and	corruption	scandal.	While	her
husband	sits	in	jail,	Alicia	returns	to	work	as	a	lawyer	after	thirteen	years	of	staying	at	home
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Furthermore,	 the	complexity	of	 the	character	 illuminates	 the	conflicts	 and	contradictions	 that




win	 cases.	 But	 beneath	 this	 calm,	 self-contained	 composure,	 viewers	 often	 witness	 Alicia
doing	the	emotion	work	that	keeps	her	effective	in	both	her	personal	and	professional	lives.	As




the	 social	 and	 allow	 for	 interactions	with	 others	 and	 self-reflection	 in	 a	way	 that	might	 not
happen	 if	 one	 was	 not	 drinking	 (28).	 The	 interaction	 between	 emotion	 work	 and	 drinking
practices	is	pivotal	to	the	depiction	of	Alicia’s	character	in	TGW.
In	TGW,	wine	serves	as	one	“object	of	 feeling”	 that	 symbolizes	 the	emotion	work	Alicia
performs	in	various	spaces.	Although	Alicia	drinks	with	colleagues	and	clients—beer	with	her
boss	 and	 Georgetown	 friend,	 Will	 (Josh	 Charles);	 tequila	 with	 the	 firm’s	 investigator	 and
friend,	Kalinda	 (Archie	 Panjabi);	martinis	 with	 her	 other	 boss,	 Diane	 (Christine	 Baranski);
champagne	 to	 celebrate	 court	 victories	with	 her	 colleagues;	 and	wine	 at	 political	 functions
with	her	husband,	Peter	(Chris	Noth),	it	is	Alicia’s	wine	drinking	at	home,	alone	or	with	her






her	 critically	 self-reflect	 about	 her	 values	 and	 actions,	 as	 well	 as	 find	 a	 way	 to	 her	 more
authentic	self,	the	“Alicia”	out	of	the	public	eye	and	beholden	to	her	family	and	colleagues.
Alicia’s	 wine	 drinking	 at	 home	 during	 the	 first	 season	 is	 meager	 until	 her	 husband	 is
released	from	prison	on	electronic	monitoring	and	returns	home	(“Hi”).	Once	Peter	 is	home,
Alicia’s	emotion	work	shifts.	While	he	was	incarcerated,	Alicia	could	maintain	both	her	anger
at	 Peter’s	 affair	 and	 her	 focus	 on	 succeeding	 at	 work	 as	 a	 new	 associate	 in	 a	 law	 firm.





Perfect	Union”).	Drinking	wine	with	Peter	 in	 these	situations	 represents	 the	 tension	between
Alicia’s	past	when	she	sacrificed	her	career	for	Peter’s	political	aspirations	and	an	evolving
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Although	Alicia	 is	 represented	as	a	fairly	 typical	social	drinker	 in	public,	Alicia	and	her
family	 members	 comment	 on	 her	 domestic	 wine-drinking	 practices	 throughout	 the	 various
seasons.	Her	daughter,	Grace	(Makenzie	Vega),	who	has	been	exploring	religion	and	comes	out




—“You	talk	 to	me	all	 the	 time	about	drugs.	Wine	 is	a	drug.”—Alicia	chugs	down	the	whole
glass.	And	when	Grace	goes	into	a	rant	about	science	not	taking	prayer	seriously,	Alicia	pours
another	 glass.	 “Just	 taking	 another	 hit	 off	 the	 crack	 pipe,”	 she	 tells	 her	 daughter,	 ending	 the
contentious	conversation.	Later,	 in	“Ham	Sandwich,”	Alicia	confesses	 to	Kalinda	 that	Grace
thinks	 she	 drinks	 too	 much	 wine.	 Kalinda	 comforts	 Alicia’s	 concern	 by	 replying,	 “This	 is
tequila.”	The	two	continue	drinking	together,	the	scene	reinforcing	the	intimate	friendship	they
are	developing.	 In	a	 later	episode,	Kalinda,	knowing	her	 friend’s	basic	needs,	brings	Alicia
provisions	because	she’s	been	stuck	in	a	remote	hotel	in	Minnesota	for	two	days	to	complete	a
deposition.	In	addition	to	clean	clothes,	Kalinda	brings	a	bottle	of	red	wine.	As	the	two	women







At	 the	 end	 of	 season	 5,	 Alicia’s	mother,	 Veronica	 (Stockard	 Channing),	 and	mother-in-law,
Jackie	(Mary	Beth	Peil),	prepare	lasagna	for	Zach’s	(Graham	Phillips)	graduation	while	Alicia
is	 at	work	because	 they	didn’t	 think	Alicia	 should	 serve	 catered	 food	 for	 such	 an	 important
event.	As	 the	 two	women	 cook,	 they	 drink	 red	wine	 and	 bicker	 about	whose	 fault	 it	 is	 that
Alicia	 and	 Peter’s	 marriage	 has	 crumbled	 into	 a	 union	 of	 convenience.	 As	 Alicia’s	 mom
guzzles	red	wine,	Jackie	says,	“I	see	where	Alicia’s	drinking	comes	from”	(“A	Weird	Year”).
The	comments	about	Alicia’s	drinking	focus	on	her	wine-drinking	practices	at	home.	Like
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so	many	of	 the	women	profiled	 in	Johnston’s	and	Glaser’s	books,	wine	drinking	denotes	 the
shift	 from	work	 to	 home—a	much-needed	 break,	 reward,	 and	way	 to	 relax,	which	 Johnston
describes	based	on	her	 personal	 experience:	 “[When	 I	was	drinking	wine,]	my	 first	 instinct
was	to	shed	some	stress	as	quickly	as	I	shed	my	coat.	.	.	.	Alcohol	smoothed	that	switch	from
one	role	to	the	other.	It	seemed	to	make	life	purr”	(160).	Peter	notes	this	same	habit,	pointing
out	 that	 Alicia	 has	 poured	 herself	 a	 glass	 of	 wine	 before	 she	 has	 even	 taken	 off	 her	 coat
(“Great	 Firewall”).	 Although	 Alicia’s	 wine-drinking	 habits	 fit	 Johnston’s	 observation	 on	 a
couple	 of	 occasions,	 mostly	 she	 appears	 to	 drink	 red	 wine	 at	 home	 as	 a	 way	 to	 transition





her	 arm	 around	 her	 daughter	 while	 watching	 television	 (“A	 New	 Day”;	 “Two	 Girls,	 One





are	 out	 of	 control”	 (“Pants	 on	 Fire”).	 Psychologist	 Pamela	 Stewart	 explains	 the	 gendered
nature	 of	 the	 emotion	 work	 behind	 some	women’s	 wine	 drinking:	 “Typically,	 men	 drink	 to
heighten	positive	feelings	or	socialize.	Women	are	more	likely	than	men	to	drink	to	get	rid	of
negative	 feelings”	 (qtd.	 in	 Johnston	108).	Furthermore,	 these	“negative	emotions”	often	stem




how	 to	 talk	 to	 her	 son	 about	 interracial	 dating	 (“Bitcoin	 for	 Dummies”),	 when	 she	 doesn’t
know	what	 to	write	 to	 the	owner	of	her	old	house,	which	 is	now	up	for	sale	 (“Blue	Ribbon
Panel”),	 or	 when	 she	 doesn’t	 understand	 one	 of	 her	 kids’	 favorite	 television	 shows	 (“The
Seven	 Day	 Rule”).	 The	 heart	 of	 Alicia’s	 wine	 drinking	 in	 these	 circumstances	 is	 her
entanglement	in	the	feeling	rules	by	which	she	has	been	indoctrinated	and	recognizing	on	some
level	 that	 these	 rules	 stunt	her	 from	honoring	what	 she	 truly	wants	 and	 feels	 is	 right	 for	her
present	life.
Navigating	 feelings	 of	 insecurity	 and	 self-estrangement	 are	 apparent	 when	 Alicia	 drinks
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Often,	when	Alicia	 reaches	 an	 uncomfortable	 level	 of	 estrangement	 from	her	most	 authentic
needs,	she	and	her	brother,	Owen	(Dallas	Roberts),	process	her	life	so	that	she	can	gain	a	more
realistic	perspective.	Although	Owen	is	mischievous,	he	also	loves	Alicia	and	functions	as	her
truth-teller	because	he’s	not	afraid	 to	 say	what	needs	 to	be	 said.	This	emotional	processing,
however,	 is	 always	 accompanied	 by	wine	 (“Breaking	 Fast”;	 “Poisoned	 Pill”;	 “Net	Worth”;
“Tying	 the	Knot”).	 These	 conversations	 often	 reveal	 a	more	 a	 poignant	 truth	 about	Alicia’s
more	genuine	self,	 the	one	not	so	bound	up	in	prescriptions	about	how	she	should	feel	about
her	 husband,	 lover,	work,	 or	 children.	 These	 emotional	 talks	 also	 disrupt	what	Owen	 calls






fears,	 disappointments,	 and	 anger	 and	 shackled	 her	 to	 the	 “curse	 of	 competence,”	 drinking
wine	with	her	mother	allows	Alicia	to	let	down	her	guard	and	embrace	some	of	the	qualities	in
her	mother	 that	might	 serve	 her	 better	 now.	 In	 “The	Deep	Web,”	 for	 example,	Alicia	 is	 no
longer	able	to	maintain	her	poise	after	the	death	of	her	boss	and	former	lover,	Will.	Alicia’s
new	 legal	 partner,	 Cary	 (Matt	 Czuchry),	 demands	 that	 she	 take	 a	 day	 off.	 Alicia,	 now
unaccustomed	 to	 being	 at	 home,	 is	 hobbled	 by	 depression	 that	 keeps	 her	 hidden	 under	 the
covers	and	by	anxiety	that	makes	being	awake	and	in	the	world	almost	unbearable.	Her	mother
comes	to	check	on	her.	As	they	drink	their	red	wine,	Alicia	confesses	that	she’s	not	handling
Will’s	 death	well	 even	 though	 she	 and	Peter	 are	 “engaged”	 to	 renew	 their	marital	 vows—a
choice	that	was	more	pragmatic	than	romantic	on	Alicia’s	part.	Alicia	admits	that	she’s	always
tried	 to	 be	 the	 “good”	 one,	 but	 she’s	 lost:	 “I	 don’t	 know	what	 I	 am	 anymore.	 I’m	 spinning,
Mom,	and	I	can’t	stop.”	While	earlier	Alicia	had	worried	that	she	made	a	mistake	by	being	a
lawyer,	 a	 deeper	 truth	 emerges	 during	 her	 wine	 consumption:	 “I	 shouldn’t	 have	 stopped
working.”
Wine-soaked	chats	with	Owen	and	Veronica	and	cardigan-wrapped	wine	drinking	alone	at
home	 help	 Alicia	 excavate	 her	 emotions	 in	 more	 productive	 ways.	 As	 Ahmed	 argues,
“emotions	are	the	very	‘flesh’	of	time.	They	show	us	the	time	it	takes	to	move,	or	to	move	on,
is	a	time	that	exceeds	the	time	of	an	individual	life”	(202).	Once	Alicia’s	emotions	materialize
through	 her	 wine-drinking	 practices,	 she	 is	 empowered	 to	 make	 the	 kinds	 of	 deep-seated
changes	 that	 gird	 her	 ongoing	 transformation.	 Although	 she	 and	 Peter	 stay	 together,	 Alicia
refuses	 to	 play	 the	 “good	wife”	 in	 the	ways	 she	 did	 before	 she	 returned	 to	work.	As	 Peter
celebrates	his	gubernatorial	victory,	Alicia	quietly	leaves	the	celebration	and	goes	home.	She
pours	a	large	glass	of	red	wine,	waiting	for	her	colleague	Cary	to	meet	her	at	her	apartment.
When	 Cary	 arrives,	 Alicia	 agrees	 to	 start	 a	 firm	 with	 him,	 thereby	 embarking	 on	 a	 major
professional	and	personal	risk.	She	will	 leave	Lockhart	and	Gardner,	 the	one	firm	willing	to
hire	her	after	a	thirteen-year	absence	from	the	workplace,	to	start	her	own	firm	with	Cary.	Such
a	 move	 certainly	 obliterates	 any	 semblance	 of	 a	 relationship	 she	 might	 maintain	 with	Will
before	his	character	is	killed	(“What’s	in	the	Box?”).	However,	Alicia	has	been	transformed;
she	is	no	longer	defined	by	her	love	interests	or	beholden	to	Will	who	advocated	on	her	behalf.
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Analyzing	 the	 wine-drinking	 practices	 of	 women	 on	 television	 shows	 such	 as	 TGW	 helps
feminist	 scholars	 to	 investigate	 how	 gendered	 ideologies	 are	 recapitulated,	 recognized,	 and
managed	in	women’s	lives.	These	powerful	television	representations	normalize	drinking	wine
as	a	way	for	women	to	navigate	 the	 tensions	of	 their	personal	and	professional	choices,	and
this	 message	 is	 reinforced	 as	 it	 circulates	 throughout	 various	 spaces—social	 media,
television/film,	 gender-based	 social	 activities,	 and	 domestic	 drinking	 practices.	 Since	 the
emotions	 connected	 with	 women’s	 wine-drinking	 habits	 “should	 not	 be	 regarded	 as
psychological	 states,	 but	 as	 social	 and	 cultural	 practices”	 (Ahmed	 9),	 it	 is	 imperative	 to
critically	examine	how	emotions	“stick”	(11)	in	terms	of	the	effect	on	women	and	their	ways	of
navigating	 gendered	 ideologies.	 While	 gender	 equality	 correlates	 with	 parity	 in	 drinking
practices,	 it	 is	 also	 important	 to	 understand	 what	 this	 link	 contends	 about	 personal	 and
professional	 success	 and	 happiness	 for	many	women.	As	Caroline	Knapp	 chronicles	 in	 her
book	Appetites,	 freedom	 is	 not	 the	 same	 as	 power:	 “The	 ability	 to	 make	 choices	 can	 feel
unsettling	and	impermanent	and	thin	if	it’s	not	girded	somehow	with	the	heft	of	real	economic
and	political	 strength”	 (35).	Representations	of	women	on	 television	 shows	 like	TGW	 draw
from	 the	 liminal	 space	 between	 choice	 and	 power,	 depicting	 high-functioning	 professional








practices.	 However,	 the	 history	 of	 women’s	 drinking	 habits	 has	 shown	 that	 the	 freedom	 to
choose	 and	 the	 power	 to	 transform	oneself	 and	 others	 is	modulated	 by	 gendered	 ideologies
often	constrained	by	the	emotion	work	assumed	by	many	women.	Analyzing	how	wine-drinking
practices	 are	 represented	 in	 popular	 culture	 offers	 a	 tangible	 object	 of	 emotion	 that	 helps
feminist	 rhetoricians	 better	 locate	 both	 potential	 spaces	 of	 transformation	 and	 potentially




be	 a	 result	 of	 the	women’s	movement	 and	 changes	 in	women’s	 roles,	 especially	 changes	 that	 involve	 exposure	 to	 formerly
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masculine	 environments	 and	 roles.	 They	 suggest	 that	 changes	 in	 sex	 roles	might	 increase	women’s	 exposure	 to	 alcohol	 and
opportunities	 to	 drink;	might	modify	 traditional	 norms	 against	 female	 drinking,	 thereby	making	drinking	more	 permissible;	 and
might	offer	females	new	goals	and	aspirations,	thus	causing	stress	that	alcohol	might	be	used	to	reduce.
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